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Abstract
In Scotland and Romania, there appear to be similarities in reaching those potential learners who do not engage with learning
after compulsory schooling. This situation sets the premise that proper participation is affected by a mixture of institutional,
situational and dispositional barriers. Our opinion paper will focus on the barriers in reaching ‘difficult to engage learners’ in
both Scotland and Romania and highlight the approaches which require to be taken in order to successfully engage these
learners.
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In their comments on adult education across the European Community the Commission states:
The economic crisis, the need for new skills and the demographic changes facing Europe have highlighted
the key role of adult learning in lifelong learning strategies and as part of the policies for competitiveness and
employability, social inclusion, active citizenship.
However, the potential of adult learning has not been yet fully exploited: participation in lifelong learning
varies greatly and is unsatisfactory in many EU countries, and well below the EU target for average participation
in lifelong learning (15% by 2020 for adults aged 25-64). In 2011, average participation was 8.9%. (European
Commission)
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Although Scottish people have a positive relationship with lifelong learning in the post-school sector the
lack of participation by certain groups is a historical problem and has not been adequately addressed and these
problems still remain: -
ͻ One in eight adults of working age have no qualifications
ͻ A quarter are not qualified to Level 2
ͻ Just under half are not qualified to above Level 2
ͻ One third of adults do not hold the equivalent of a basic school-leaving
ͻ qualification
ͻ One half of adults (17 million) have difficulty with numbers
ͻ One seventh (5 million) of adults are functionally illiterate
ͻ Over 70% of our 2020 workforce have already completed compulsory
education
ͻ There is insufficient quantity and quality of vocational skills
(Scottish Government)
This pattern continues in 2012 which is why the Scottish Government’s focus is on encouraging, and probably
in some cases coercing, young people and adults with low level qualifications or no qualifications to return to
learn. Although there are a number of positives that have happened over this seven year period such as the
percentage of students from the most deprived areas participating at higher education level in colleges and
universities increasing yet again, we still face the same problems of the same social groups who continued to be
excluded from learning. Since the first focused report in widening access (Opportunity Scotland) was produced
in 1998 successive governments’ policies and strategies have been aimed at reducing the attainment gap between
the learning ‘haves’ and the learning ’have not’s’ although mostly all have had an economic determinant at their
core.
In most countries of Central Eastern Europe, such as Romania or Hungary, proper and continuous
participation in adult learning are affected by the mixture of institutional, situational and dispositional barriers in
most adults lives.
The Romanian system of adult and continuing education and training is dominated by formal and non-formal
labour market programmes. It mainly supports VET-based programmes, instead of non-formal and informal adult
learning programmes that develop skills other than those directly connected to work. While this framework is
problematic, it reflects reality when strategy is turned into concrete actions and instruments.
In Romania there appear to be similarities with Scotland in reaching those potential learners who do not
engage with learning after compulsory schooling. According to the EU Labour Force Survey (2009), the
participation of adults in education and training in Romania lags far behind the EU benchmark, where only 1.5%
of the adults have participated in education and training. Regarding the sector of the low qualified adults, data
available from the Adult Education Survey (2007) shows that the participation rate to education and training in
Romania for the group ISCED 0-2 is only 0.2%, while for the group ISCED 3-4 goes up to 3.5%.
With an average of approx. 1.5% of adults participating to education, compared to 12% the European average
or 38-40% in the Nordic countries, for many years Romania is not succeeding in overcoming this very low
participation rate. Moreover, the 1.3% are in majority adults with a high level of education and/or qualification.
The major missing group from the statistics regarding participation to adult education it is exactly the one that
would mostly need access to education and continuing vocational training: the group of unemployed, with low
level of education and /or qualification, those from the rural area, workers over 40 years old.
The latest results from PISA, the OECDs Programme for International Student Assessment, show that in
2009, Romania is significantly below the OECD average, with 40% of the 15-year-olds under Level 2(tasks of
basic complexity) in Pisa. These data are ranking Romania on the last place in the European Union, and on one of
the last places in whole Europe, being only ahead of Montenegro and Albania.
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Low participation of adults to education, low efficiency of the compulsory scholar system and formal
vocational training, unsatisfactory training level of graduates deficiencies of human and material resources, the
targeting curriculum etc. involve a number of solutions, measures, interventions and / or expanding / increasing
those already in place designed to act in order to improve adult participation to education.
Until now, Romania has not yet adopted a lifelong learning strategy. During the last years, the Minister of
Education, Research, Youth and Sports has initiated a series of meetings for cross-sectoral work groups,
designated to draw up this strategy. At present there is a draft strategy that is to be finalized and afterwards sent
for public debate. The forthcoming strategy is developed along with a detailed diagnosis for lifelong learning in
Romania, given the contributions from all the work group members.
Moreover, the new National Education Law launched on January 10th, 2011 capitalizes maximally the
lifelong education principles, regulates the general and integrator framework and establishes permanent education
responsibilities for Romania. The law creates the context for finalizing the drawing up of the permanent
education strategy for Romania and regulates new attributions and responsibilities for the institutions relevant for
lifelong education.
The life-long learning principles were also included as priorities within other documents of education,
continuous training and employment policy: The national development plan 2007-2013 (PND), The National
Reform Programme (PNR) and the operational sectoral programme for human resources development (POS
DRU).
In the efforts to increase participation to adult education, Romania established in 2009 the national targets for
all the objectives of Europe 2020 Strategy and drew up a first version for the National Reform Programme 2011-
2013. NRP gives education and training an important part within the priority objectives for reforms up to 2013
and connects the national targets with the general framework promoted through the new National Education Law
no. 1/2011.
In the efforts to diminish early school leaving, one of the key measure for achieving the national target refers
to supporting the return to school, for those who have left early the educational system, through national
programmes such as the Second Chance Programme, Functional alphabetization, Education, qualifications and
facilitating transition to a new job for pupils and youth at risk or in state of school abandon.
From the above mentioned national programmes, the Second Chance Programme is the one being concretely
implemented by now, counting on tangible and measurable results. The Second Chance programme is a goal of
educational policies of many European countries, which seeks to reduce phenomena related to non-participation
in education and early school dropout, facilitating the access to education and lifelong learning opportunity. The
issue addressed by the Second Chance Programme is the low educational levels of people who have not
participated in compulsory education, and who are beyond the legal age for enrolling in mainstream school. It is a
specific remedial programme offered at two levels: Second Chance (Primary Education) and Second Chance
(Lower Secondary Education), the latter including a vocational training component as well. Starting from the
academic year 2008, the programme was implemented in all 42 counties (268 schools for primary education and
173 schools for lower secondary education). But the implementation of this programme is far from meeting the
needs to engage difficult to engage learners, especially the low skilled ones. By the present times, only 10 000
learners were enrolled in the programme, a far too small figure compared to what the statistics say about adult
participation in Romania and the situation of low skilled/qualified adults. Moreover, according to the impact
study carried on the Phare programmes- Access to education for disadvantaged groups, the Second Chance
Programme is confronting with a high drop-out rate of 31%, which is significantly above the EU average, which
is around 7% for this type of remedial programmes.
In Scotland there has also been significant funding poured into widening access to learning for disengaged
groups since the late 1990s but there has been no significant change in the uptake of learning by adults from
those communities with little or no history of involvement in post-compulsory learning programmes. As Coffield
says, “there is growing evidence that the provision of learning opportunities does not, of itself, create
participants who want to engage in education. (Coffield, F, 2000a, in Clegg and McNulty 2002, p57). So it’s not
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just the provision that is important; it is about encouraging and enabling adults to engage with the learning
programmes on offer.
But when working in this area there is no one single piece of training or one approach that will be successful
each time. Rather it is a number of different approaches that may need to be used to encourage and enable adults
to return to learn. It is here then that adult educators, those whose work is trying to re-engage disengaged
learners, are in a unique position of influence. This influence though does not enable them to secure sustainable
or large scale funding to develop, sustain or expand their provision. As Caldwell says:-
.. tutors exist at the heart of teaching and learning but at the fringes of power and resources.. doing ‘over
and above’ that which was required of them in order to meet the many and varied needs of their
students.
(Caldwell 2012)
In our view adult educators, then, must look towards their own practice to ensure that their approach to the
engagement of non-engaged adults is one that places learners at the centre of this whole process. This inclusive
approach to adult education focuses on the needs of these learners and enables adult educators to develop their
practice in order to be responsive to the needs of this group. This focus on practice is not confined to how the
adult education programmes are delivered but instead focuses on all parts of any adult education provision. This
includes the location, make up and focus of any programmes; the promotion of the provision including the
targeting of disengaged groups in relevant communities; the in house training and support provided for adult
education staff, both paid and unpaid; the support structures built into any provision including informal guidance
and support offered by adult educators; the support and information provided by adult educators to learners both
in terms of pre-entry to the provision and pre-exit from the provision. This pre-entry guidance and support is to
ensure that the learning programmes offered meet the needs of the learners and that the learners undertake
programmes most suited to their current needs and to their learning progression. The pre-exit support provided
must look to ensure that the learner progresses onto the next level of learning or other areas suited to their needs.
None of these activities require new funding but instead require a review of the provision, and of individual
practice, which should lead to a more focused provision which has been realigned to meet the needs of these
excluded groups.
This may mean, at times, dropping parts of a provision which, although popular with some adult learners, do
not focus on re-engaging these excluded learners. This can involve difficult choices and be challenging to our
practice. Although adult education should be maximising opportunities for all adults to learn, especially at a
community level, limited funding does require that we target our provision.
Part of the role of adult education should be to help tackle social exclusion, deprivation and poverty as these
are social ills which blight many countries in the European. However, adult education and adult educator are
contested notions and there is no common understanding of what adult education means or the skills, knowledge
and competences adult educators require. There is also no broad consensus of what type of training adult
educators should undertake, what level of academic qualification they require or whether the role of the adult
educator is that of a ‘professional’ teacher. However, this should not, and indeed does not, prevent adult
educators from working with groups and communities to address this issue of exclusion.
Further, this focus on re-engaging adults with learning can have both positive social and economic benefits
through, for example, increased employment, better awareness of health issues and on improving health and less
anti-social behaviour. Anecdotal evidence also suggests that re-engaging adults with learning encourages then to
become more interested and involved in supporting their children’s learning and enabling the children to progress
with their learning.
Given the current economic situation across the European Union there is little evidence that substantial
funding will be found which will enable us to greatly increase the level of activity in re-engaging difficult to
engage groups with learning. However, given the plethora of adult education practice related information that is
available from appropriate websites, blogs, project reports, conference papers, policy and strategy documents
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there is little to stop us from ensuring that the practice of adult educators continues to develop. And this learner
focused approach to provision of adult education programmes does have a positive impact when working with
difficult to engage learners. We, as adult educators, have a responsibly to ensure that our practice knowledge,
skills and competences continue to develop meet the changing needs of our learners and this paper looks to be
part of this debate of improving the quality of all adult education provisions. After all, if we can’t reflect the
benefit of continuing to learn after post compulsory education how can we hope to persuade non-engage adults to
return to learn?
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